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It is now widely recognized among social anthropologists 

of India that the religious beliefs and practices of 
Subordinate caSte groups are quite often based en principles 
that are contradictory to those of the : Brakmankesl religion." 
The Question that is raised for'us is: what do thése _ 
‘obServations mean for a description of ‘the consciousness of 
the subaltern classes? Bwven ” a Surface level, we can 
Sense the importance of these. findings, for no matter how 
we choose’ to- characterize ity atbal tegn consciousness in the 
Specific cultural ec mtext of india cannot but contain caste 
as a central Tens 2 its cans titution. 


Bat etene we proeced to doal with this problem, 
it will be useful to summarize the methodological approach 
in considering. the question of religion as a constitutive 
force in subaltern consciousness, Sinee the tenets of ‘the v 
Marxist metinod have been Seveloped primarily out of the 

_ historical records of the ie Struggles in Burope, a p./ Re 
- convenient point of departure would be a present: ) 
ideas of the one Bur opean Marxist who has studie ph, ne 
Question of religion in subaltern cons 18 
greatest insight. 
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In the third part of the English selections from 

© Prison Notebooks - the part entitled 'The Philosophy of 
Praxis! = the following characterization will be found of 
what Antonio Gramsci calls ‘common sense’. Tho ordinary 
worker - 'the active man-in-the mass' - is engaged in 
Practical activity. This neccssarily involves some form of 
understanding Of the world which he transforms through his 
work. Rit he has 'no clear theoretical consciousness of 
his practical activity'. Rather, 


his thooretical consciousness can bo 
historically in opposition to his activi ty. 
One might almost say that he vhas two 
theoretical consciogsnesses {er one 
contradictory consciousness): one which is 
implict in his activity and Which in 
reality unites him with all his fellow=. 
workers in the practical .transformation 

of thé real world; and one, swperficially © 
explicit and  werbal,:which he has inherited 
from the past and yuncritically absorbed. 


Fur ther .xploring this eontradictory consciousness, Gramsci 

notes that the contradiction between. the implicit and explicit 
aspects isa reflection of the contradiction be tween opposing 
social groups : 


Get oh signifios that the ‘social group in ; 
Questien /4 subaltern group of great mass7- | __ 
may indeed havo its own conception of the 
world, cyen if Only embryonic; a  — 

conception which manifests itsclf in action, 

= , = Occasionally and in flashes” - Dy that 


hb 
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not its own but is borrowed from another 
group; and it affirms this emeoption r 
verbally and believes itsclf to be following ; 
it, bocause this is the conesption which it 

follows in ‘normal times' - that is,when 

its conduct is not indcpondent and autonomous, 

but submissive and subordinate. 


Wo have here the clue to a possible method for 
analysing thc consciousness of the subaltern classes. We 
see this consciousness as contgadictcry, fragmented, held 
together in a more or less haphazard whole - the common 
sonso. It is ‘an ambiguous, contradictory and multiform ° 
concept'.> It is formed, and transformed, in the course of 
a historical process which brings dominant and subordinate 
classes into relations with each other. Common sense, 
therefore, is the contradictory unity of two opposed 
elements ; one, the antonomous element which expresses the 

rye commicn understanding of the members of a Subaltern group 
engaged in ‘the practical activity of trans forming the world 
through their own labour, often at tho behest, and certainly 
undor the domination of the ruling groups, and the Other, 
‘the elomont Which is borrowed from the dominant classes and 
whith! expresses the fact of ‘the ideological submission of 
+ 8" thie subal tom group. | 


‘oh . The specific combination” a these two elenon ta im. 
dk fixed; it changes in “thé ccurss of the palin. ee 
of relations between dominant and subord rou ps 


one: hand, the ~ suatrees hinds Reragen rel: 


Svery philosophical curront leaves behind 

a Sedinentation of ‘common sense't: this 

is the document Of tho former's historical 
effectivonsess. Common sense is not 

Something rigic and immobils, but is 
emtinually transforning itzeclf, enriching 
itself with scim tific ideas, anc with 
philosophical opinions which havo en tered’ 
ordinary life .6 F 


On the othor hand, the emergence to dominance of new 
religicas and new systoms of Philosophy is also not unrelated 

; tO the. process of strugglo between dominant and Subordinate 
groups. The autonomous elément in common Sense erupts 
Precisely at the moments of heightened conflict botweon 
classes, and at such momen ts the crisis of society is 
expressed in the threat of 4 rupture of the community into 
two opposed faiths, two opposed religions, two opposod viows 
of the Worle. The emergence of new religions or social 
Philosophies fulfils the need for restoring, either on a 

» Progressive and new basis or on a forcible reassertion of the 
°ld basis, the ideological unity of the entire Social bloc, 


The strength of religions, and of the 
Catholic church in Particular, has lain, 
and still lies, in the fact that they 
feel very strongly the nocd fér the 
Coctrinal unity of the whole mass of the 
faithful and striye to enSure that the 
higher Se Ne) Ser iage does not get 
Separatcd from the lowor, 
In the past such divisions in the 
community of the frithful were healed by 
Strong mass movements Which led to, or 
Were absorbed in, the creation of new 

<j %. = ~ ‘ 
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anc intelliectusls within tho Chure The 
#@Pplit was 'stitchod ovor' by the birth of 
popular religious movements subseduently 
reabsorbed by the Church throgh theo 
formation cf the mendicant orders anc a 
new religious unity. 


Rolig¢icms which succeed in establishing 2 dominant and 
universalist moral code for society as a whole can then be 
locked at from two Quite different Standpoints. For the 
dominant groups, it offers the necessary ideological 
justification for existing sgcial divisions, makes those 
‘@ivisions appoar non-antagoniStie and holds together a 
potentially divided society into 2 Single whole. For the 
subordinate massos, religion enters their common sense as 
the clement which affords thom: an access to a more powerful 
cultural order; the element of ‘roligion then coexists and 
intorminglos in an apparently eclectic fashion with the 
orij-inal ecloments Of common sense. 


r 
a oo 


The one religion will thon appear among different 
social groups and strata in several distinct and particular 
forms. > P 


Bvery roligion, cyon Cathslicism indeed 
Catholicism more than any, 2recdsely because 
of its efforts to rotain 2° 'surface' unity 
anc ayoid splintering into mabional foe rete 
ae social stratifications), is im reality a 
multiplicity of distinct’ and often Lo radic- 
tory religions : thero is one Caths 
the peasants, One for the petit 
and town workers, one for wo! 
intellectuals whi ch is its. 
cds connec ted. 


Matas 192 ae 
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In studying religion in relation to comselousiiess, tim, the point 

is to idmtify in their differences tise vartiadar foms ar the 

one religion, ami hance te seo rzligion in olass~liviled society as 
the ideological unity of tyo opposed tumlaoiss - a tle one hand, 
the assertion of a wmivexsal acre code for society a5 a «mole, and 
on the other, the rejection of this <cominant code by the suborlinatal, 


The starting point of this critical study will be 'that common 
sense which is the spontaneous philosophy of the multitude,' 9 In 
other words, the task will be to extract from the immediate reality of 
the diverse particular forms of religion a8 believed and pmotised. anong 
various social groups the implicit element which stands in opposition 
to the dominant fom, Gramsci himself makes a few suggestions reganling 
the gener. characteristics of this element ih comaon sense as obscrved 
in the history of religion in‘ Baxépe, In the first place, common sanse 
tends to apply a principle of causality which relies primarily, often 
exclusively, on direct semse=perception. There is in it ‘a certain 
measure of “experimentation” and direct observation of reality, though 
empirical and limitei,' '' Second, "popular religion is orassly 
materialistic' and even in the ‘many beliefs and prejudioes'’ and ‘almost 
all popular institutions (itcheraft, spirits, etc.) it reveals its 
closeness: to a ‘ms. terialist oonogption', - “This oan be Seen in popular 
Catholicism, and, even more 30, in Byzantine orthedoxy'. * Thimd, the 
explicit and implicit elements in the oontradiotory consdLousnsss 
which is common seuse appear in tum at masents of submission and 
moments of historicel initiative. then the popilar groups lie defeated 
and soattered, a 


mechanical determination becomes a tremendous 
force of moral resistance, of ochesion ani of 
Patient and obstinate perseverance o..0. Tt 


o> ee eee eos, ae ee 
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should be emphasised, though, that a strong 
activity of the will is present even here, 
dircotly intervening in the ‘force of ofroums- 
tanoe', but only iapliciidy and in a veiled 
aml, 28 it were, shamels.oed mamnor .seee Dut 
when the 'subaltern' becaues directive and 
responsible sor the economic activity of the 
masses, mechanicism at a oertain point becomes 
an iaminent danger and.a revision must take 
Place in modes of tlrinking .... if yestarday 
the subaltern elamant was a thing, today 1t 

if no longer = thing but =m historical pergon, - 
a protagonist; if yesterday it was hot =a } 
responsible, beceuse ‘resisting’ a will extemel ; 
to itself, now it feels itself to be respmnsible 
because it is no longer resisting but an { 
Ageniig necegaeraty active and taking the f, ; 
initiative, t3 


Here Gramsci is also supplying us with a political orlterion for a ; 
ordtique of subaltern conseLougness , It is not a condeamation of 
'fatalism' as a deteminate character of subaltarnity, as argued by 

those who 'don't even expect that the subaltem «il beoae dirsotive 
and responsible!, lather it 4e sheyn to be. one side of the contradictory 
essence cf subaltern consciousness ; ‘tfatalism is nothing’ other than 

the clothing wom) by real and active will when 4m a wok poattion!, 
The other side 2s active, whichoam absorb nev ideas, new techniques, 

new way8 of living, which constantly modifies and enriches common 

sense by adapting to new conditions of life and woxk. The aritdoal 
study ef suboltern consciousness , 


must be 2 criticism of ‘common sense', basing 
itsel? initially, however, on common sense once 
1t is not a question of introducing. fram 3 

a sctemtitto fom of than Saas xyone': 
individual life, but of renovating and 
‘oritical' an aisting acti 


Gramsci's comments sumyest to us 4 metho’ oloctoal approach in which 
we Sco sudaltemn consciousness a8 contradictory, consisting of tyo 
opposed elements - ome autonomous ami the other borrowed. Similarly, 
we see the history o- religion too as constituted by two opposed 
tendencies - onu, the ittenpt to articulate a universal code for 
society as a wmole, si the other, the strusslo by tho shbordinated 

to resist the dominating im) lications of this cede. Both constituents 
of the appreach will be relevant for the study of oosoflousness in any 
olass~divided society if we accept the oruoial political pramise that 
it is the dominated olasses which necessarily bear in their axdistence 
the cotive prinoiple of historieal change, Nevertheless, ova this 
relatively schematio orlering of Gramsci's soatterel caamments on the 
subject does not resolve our immediate problem, It is inoumbent upon 
us to show that this approagh does in fact yield a potentially 
fruitful way of studying the history of omsaiousness in the olass~ 
divided social foxmations of India, ami second, to identify the 
Bpecific elements aml demarcate the specific ground on vhich a 
dialectic of omsciousness can be said to operate in our history. 


The attempt in this essay will be to argue the validity 
of this dialectical, as opposed to a synthetio, approach and inter 
glia to suggest some specific questions hich we need to explore if 
we are to give sufficient concreteness to the concept. of subaltem ~ 
comsciousness, Ido this with particular reference to a contemporary 
Problem - that of mounting an adequate critique of the caste syste. 


The Uxtomal Grttique of Caste =‘ 


hon a Mamcist 48 confrontéd with tho question of oa8 te, 
his or her basic response 1s to try and conceptualize oaste relations 
within a theoretical framewoxk in which olass is the omtral concept. 
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This is pextcotly understaniable, aioe the Marxist nust contest any 
argument wich claims tht while Glass stratification may bo the 
relevant principle in understanding the history of Durepe, Indian 
Soolety is based on a completely different prinaiple, vize, hierarchy, 
and that consequently caste must roplace olass as the fundamextal 
explanatory framevork, To aduit an argument like this would be to 
disoaxmi the gonernlity of olass as the ootzal omeept for describing 
the dialectical movanent of Imman history and to throw the Hamcist 
method into the wolter of relativism, Now, in making the contrary 
argument, Maxxists have chosen eithiz of two approaches, Most have 
argued that caste is a feature of the superstructure of Indian society 
and ought to be undezstood in tems of its effioaoy as an ideological 
system which reflects the basic struoture of material (i.e, productive) 
relations, the letter of course being oharacterisel in tems of olass 
relations, Others have sugsested that caste is in fgot the 
specifically Indian form of material relations at the base, with its 
om historical dynamics caste, in other words, is the form in which 
clesseg appear in Indian society. 


Neither approach has thus far enabled the Marxist to reach a 
satisfactory uncerstanding of the immediate phenomena related to caste 
as presented in historioal evidence or in contemporary events, 


The first approach hac the adventage of offering a way to 
historiocize the practices of caste. To the extent that tae anexgenoe 
af staifis simotmzen af conte malehione. <a ae mnect 
with major historical changes in the preductiy y i 
apiece gations sf o20) See ee 
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share of studies relating to regional oaste structure with changes 

in production structures evor partioular historical periods. ‘he 
exuoial dif toulty with this approach is that in maintaining the 
bate/supezstmcture distinction and treading caste a8 an element of 

the superstzcture axplainable by the base, the form of the explanation 
must become one-of fumotionalism, That is to Say, a given set of 

oe8te belie®s or practices have to be explained as funotionally 
necesSary for the establishment or contimation of particular produotion 
relations at the base, ‘The problem of circularity involved in such 
functional explanations is now well know and need not be elaborated 
here. Of course, ane can axtricate the explanation from this tangle 

of tautology by specifying a nocessary sequence to the historical 
progression of production structures, So thet the final explanation 
would lie not so much in the correspondence of particular superstructural 
foms with portioular structures at the base, but rather in the 
historical necessity of 4 specified sequence of modes of production, 
the logic of transition to tHe next mode being determing! by the 
structure of tHe previous mode in the sequence. ‘his, howevey, leads 
to a problam of a different omer; wi thout entering into it.at this 
stage, suffiec it to Bay ‘that~a oonsidérable trend in Namdsto-thinking 
has rejected the aseription of such ‘a supra-histortoally omained 
sequence of progressi of social foms (however specified) in all of 
human histozy, ani that we locate ourselves wunequivooclly within that 
trend, 


The second approach seeks to avoid the problems: of the first 
by treating caste as both the fom and basic content of olass divisions 
in Indian society. It is not as though the specific structural ~ 
relations of caste have not changei over tines in faot, with changes 
in production aes have undergone major transformations 
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since tho cerlisst pexiods of Indian histoxy down to the present day, 
Therefare, as Geil Onvedt arges, caste cannot be chamaotorized as a 
superstructure] fom associate! wth a partioular mode of preduction; 
it mast be seen a8 the form as well aS the oontmt of the soalal 
relations of production in Indian history, Caste is ‘a material 
reality with a material base,’ 1+ is ‘not only form but also conomete 
naterial content,' anc it has "historically shapel the very basis of 
Indian econany and society aml ggntinues to have crucial economic 
implications today, 7 


On the face of it, this Seems to came dangerously close to 
abendoning the generality of olass and replacing it with oaste in the 
cage of Indian society, ‘The search for historical specifioity, it 
would appear, must mean a jump into relativism, To save their position, 
the proponents of this approach must define a distinct basis for the 
coneeptualigation of class in Indian histozy ami the determination by 
it of caste relations, OQnvedt attanpts to do this by arguing that with 
the imposition of capitalist relations of produotion ém the colonial 
Period, classes as legal-economic entities came to be fofmally separated 
from oasteg not only that, the new legal struowre of property now 
oorstituted the ‘caste systen'’ itself as 2 omoretely separate system, 
Because of the separation of the economio and soolal levels under 
conditias of capitalist productions class and caste no longur coincide. 


Indien history ac the stages of 'pre-capital' out of hose ¢ des. 
lap apparel the segeretion of the "sconamte! lew api the 4 
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the axternal intexvention of colaxlaliem, To the extemt that the new 
conditions of capitalist production are treated as external, a duality 
between the two struotures of olaas and caSte becames unavoidable, 
Quvedt, therefore, is forced to lock for the purely empirioal correlation 
(or lack of it) between @less and caste in contemporary history ami to 
talk about the forms of popular struggle in the colonial and post. 
eolonial periods as 'canplex', tvery complex’, 'hishly intervonnected’', 
etc, - sure indications that a theoretical conceptuclization of the 
essence of social relatiow has slippot from her grasp. ® 

It has been olear for a long time’? that the problem of duality 
of structures ocamnot be resolyed at the level of production relations 
at the base, unless of course one resorts to the fomial, and aninently 
yaouous, argument that all productive structures are finally unified at 
the level of a global” capitalist system, ‘the question then becomes me 
of identifying the appropriate level where the dual structures adst as 
Parts of a whole, disregarding ;the validity of the base/ supers tructure 
formula, it is my argmont that this level camnct be found either ta 
deteminate productive structuresier in determinate legel-politioal 
institutionss 4s a point of acoess, this level of unifleation, its 
historical.effectiveness and its oontradLétary charaoter need to be 
sougit in social conseiousness. The method will be the method of 
oritique, i.e, of identifying the conditioms of possibility of the 
* forms and content of comsaiousness, and cf detemmining their souroes, 
extent ani limits, . 


Ve may reoall that in the modern history of Barope, the 
extstence of particular interests in capitalist society was sought 
to be unified by the bourgeois construct of economic man whose 
concretely univer8el forme and content. were identified by Hegel in 
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the ooncept of Right, Marx's oritique of politioal econamy was 
dosiged prooisely to show that this universal was itself aistarloally 
conditioned and that its fem of equality promised on a necessary 
inequality between the omers of. capitalist property and ‘those 
dispossessal of their mecns of production, For countries like India, 
the concepts of bourgeois equality ani freedom, owing to their 
externality to the imaanent forms of sociel conscLlousness, camot even 
claim the same degree of ef ‘ectiveness as expressions of the unity of 
society, despite their formal ensiirinoent in the political comstitution, 
For this reason, a oritique of caste based om the notion of bourgeois 
equality can.never hope to summount its condition of externality. ind 
yet, we cannot, for the sale reason, dismiss the reality of the presence 
of capital in India today, My argument da that an identification of 4 
the oontradictory essence of popylar oonsoiousness is likely to give | 
us. better ansvere regarding the possibilities, forms and limits of 
capitalist insertion into the neakalt institutions and praotioes of our 
people, It is.in consciousness, let us remember, that people make 
sense of the orld in which they lives 1t 1s in consodousness again . 
that they make theiz julsments on how to change it, | 


Reguirenen ta of on Iamanent, Ortticue of Caste 
1. The starting point 4s the immediate reality of caste, viz. the 
diversity of particular jatis with speoffic characteristics, Hach 

ja@ti can be shown to have in its partioular quality, on the ane handy 

a definition-by-self which is the positive qharactergy the | vihioh 
identifice the jAti as itself, and on the other, a definitionfor 
another by thich other jatis axe distinguishel fram it. oe petite | 
qualitative criterion which 1s supposei to identity a Jatt wilt : vie 
both the positive and the negative definition, Tims, 4f tho Gamar . 
10 Sdaptisted a0. 9 enn SEs Aiea oP deal ti 
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definition-by-self immediately implies a definition-foranother, viz. 
that other castes (at least, some other castes) do not have this 
ecoupation. It io tims thet distinetios and olassifications by 
quality can be male aman; jatia,. 


Now, these distinetive qualities of partioular castes are 
finite ami hence alterable.- Je have immumerable examples of the 
oualitetive marks of partimlar jatis varying both regionally and 
over time. We algo kno» that there is a mitiplioify of qualitative 
criteria which can serve to distinguish jati from jati, ‘this 
finiteness of quality is negated by a definition-for-self ‘of caste 
which shows the diver8e individual cagte® to be many partioular form, 
distinguished by ‘quantity, of ane universal measure of caste. To give 
an example frtm another Soientific field, particular commodities are 
dumediately distinguishable from one mother by a variety of finite 
qualities, but a definition-fomself of commodity, viz. value, cnables 
us to orier by quantity, 1.e, @tchange-value, the entire range of 

particular ommmodities. Similarly, ve oan make determinate 

distinotims by quantity anong all castes if*we have a sinilar 
definition-fomself ef caste, ‘The most powerful candidate in 
seciologteal literatire fer this definition of 'oasteness' is hierarchy. 
According’ to. this argument, hierarchy fixes a universal measure of 
‘oasteness' sc that, at any elven time and place, the immediate 
qualitative diversity of jatis ocn be orderel as a quantitative 
ranking in a sole of hierarchy, ‘he, universal measure “appears for 
each particular oaste as a detexminate position, quantitatively fixed 
(higher/lower) and hehee oompareble, in the hierarchy ofall castes. 
Thus the move is made fram the unintelligibility.of immediate 
divemity to an identification of ‘the being forsels af caste. Now 
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castes), it also necessarily brings the,oastes together (since 


omlered sot, unombimous and non-contradiotory, st least in principle. «& 
In fant, like the Maitre de Philosophie telling M, Jowxain that he 

had been speaking prese all his life without kmoving it, this is 
precisely vhat Iowis Dwont tolls us in Chapter Rho of Imo, Hlgrarohious"?s 
he uses the sutstantive material of caste etimology to fix the 

determinate being of osstes. 


2. Dumont does something more, :fiich also happens to be the next step 
in our imacnent ovitique of caste, The being-for-self of caste, viz, 
hierarchy, can be shown to imply a contradictory essence, As soon as 
we try to arrange the determinate, here-andenox, evidence of the 
ethnological material in a sequence of changes we will discover in 
place of the immediacy of being, on the one hand the refleoted or | 
nediated self-identity of Caste and on the other a salf-repulsion or 
diggerence. Dumont identifies from within the immediaoy of caste 
practioes a contradiotary essence, Mediated by ideology (or religion), 
viz. the opposition between purity and pollution, ihile the need to 
maintain purity, implies that the castes mst be kept saparate (tims, 
Brahmans oamnot engage in the polluting cocupations of the mental 


Brahmans oamnot do without the mental /SP eoananio.servioes are 
to be provided), ‘the unity of identity and difference - tn this CaS ey 
vide Dumont, the wity of purity ami poll@tion - cives ws the ground 
of oaste a8 a totality or system, ‘The being of caste is here sham 
as mediated; its axisteoe is now relative in tems of its i ' 
connections iith other existents within the totality of the | 
Dumont devotes the greater part of his book to defending h 
that the unity af the spposties ruxtty/pollutton provides ad 
pat oe lie Ses ae ‘ 
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(moe grounded, the immediate relation in the system of castes 
will appear af the relation betwem the whole and the parts, Mly 


the parts have independent being, but the rolations between the parts 


thomsel vas are the result of tho oontmdiotory wmity of identity and 
difference. ‘The parts can be eld together only if ‘<iey are mediatal 
into self-relatio within the whole of the system by £Or0e In Duncnt's 
treatment, the force which holds together the differmt castes within 
the whole of the caste syBteu is the ideological force of dhama, It 
is the construct of dhama which assigs to each jat&i its place within 
the system and defines the relations between jatisas the simultaneous 
unity of mutual separateness and mutual depadaoe, 


The movement of force must make apparent the process of uniting 
the essence of a system with its existence, Here, Dmat's olain is 
categorical, ‘the central, argument of his work is that the ideological 
force of dharma does in faot unite the mediated being of caste with its 
ideality, ‘ms the ideal oomstruct of dhama is actualisel in the 
iimediaoy of sooial institutions and practices, This claim is oentral 
not merely in Dumonts it mast in faot. be central to all synthetic 
constructions of the theory of caste, for all such theories must olain 
that the conflicting relations between the @fferontiated parts af the 
system (vic. j&tis) axe effectively united by the force of dhgima so 
that the oa8te System as a whole oan continue to reproduce itself, I 
have here chosen to use Sumont's book as the most powerful and persuasive 
construction of the synthetio theory of caste, 


3. Th omer to make a oritique of te ideology of caste, then, ve 
must show that this process of actualisation necessarily contains 

@ contradiction, ‘/e aust shou, in other words, that the unification 
of the essence of caste with its existence through the movement of 


tea ap hin ia ‘a 


the force of dhama is inadequate ax one-sided; it is a resolution — 
whieh reveals ito falsity by concealing the contrediction within it. 
This is the crucial sie, in the oritique of ceste, By locating our 
oritique at this level, there the ‘lain that the mallated being of 
caste (i.e, its ideality) hos beon actualised in immediate soctal 
reality is brought uner critical examination, we look at oeste neither 
as bag§e nor aS superstmotw'e but precisely as the level of soclal 
reality which claims to ujite the two, If this claim oan be shoim to 
De falge, i.e, if the idea of caste oan be shown to be neoessarily at 
variance with its actuality, we will have the elementary means for an 
immanent oritique of caste, 


-Ié-can be shown that Dusont traverses ‘thé fist tvo stages of 
this dialeotic without attempting to move to the third, It is at the 
third stage that a Marxist omitique, properly conceived, of Dumont must 
be grounded. There may of course be several inaceuracles or incorrect 
stateuents in Dmont's delineation of the movement in the first two 
stages. To point these out is undoubtedly justifiel, but it would not 
amount to a oritique of Dumont, for it is’ theoretically possible to 
modify the aowal contents of Hono, “Merah ous. to yield a more 
correctly oom tituted Damont-type construction, ‘The oritique mst 
consist in showing the inherent plausibility and justification of the 
transition from the second to the third Stage - and that 18 a move 
that will destroy the centzal claim of Dumont (or of any synthetic 
construction of thet type) that ideality les united with — 
in the immediate social reality of caste, ‘ 
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entire field of its apnlicetim' and myst, at every Stage, leave a 
certain irreducible rasidue in the observed object. ‘The demand for an 
ideology wich is 'identicel in its breadth and content to the reality 
as lived' is, he soy8, the demon of ideclism, ‘and i+ is Surprising to 
Sce it formated by tic Same critics who have reproached u8S in the name 
of empiricism for granting too mich importunce to ideas and values,! 

He then States his ow position, now suitably mcdified ; ‘At the most 
general levol, what our conclusion means is that hieraranical ideology, 
lise egalitarian ideology, is not perfectly realised in actuality, or, 
in other tems does not allow direct. consodoustiess of all that it 
implios,' a Qs could, of oCoursg, Say to Dumont that he oamot have it 
both way8, But let us refrain from raising this obvious odjeotion, and 
point out instead that the matter is not simply me of the x Pirioal 
residus of unexplained observations, Our cbjeotion will be that any 
Dumont-like construction ef the ideclouy of caste will be necessarily 
at variance with its aotuality because the unification is contested 
within the"'observal object, i.¢, within the immediate systan of 

oas tes, A 

We may also note. here thet Dunont himself acnowledges that 

he has confined himself to the first two stages of the movanent we have 
delineated above his object, he Bays, is to ‘understand' the caste 


system, - not to criticise it; Specking from within the sySten of castes, 


we cannot, wuifortmately, afford this anthropologist's luxury, 
notuithstanding the fact that many Indien anthropologists, in the 
mistaken belief that this is the only prover scientific attitude to 
cultures, have presume? to share the Same observational position with 
their uropean teachers. Dumont further says that his is a Study of 
‘stmoture', not of ‘dialectic’, ‘The oppositions within his structure 


4¢ 4 


do not 'produce' enything they are static ad not suxpasse! through a 
'development's the global setting of the structure is given once and 
for a. Je are, of course, looking for contradictions that are 
dialectical, where oppositions are surpessed through negation, producing 
a developed mity and, ace agin, a new set of coutradiotioms., ‘le do 
not, hovever, agree with Dmont that the dialectioel method is 
necessexily 'synthetic', It is rather the Dmont-type nethod of 
'structure®, where the whole is a 'struoturel' rather than a 
'@talectical' whole, which, wher applied to immediate pnenaiena bearing 
the. mexamined content of history, becomes profoundly 'synthetio' in its 
assertion that all oppositions are necessarily contained within a global 
unity 'givensonce and for ae 
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It would be cabana’ pees to btn a review of the omiats 
of such a well-known vork as Homo Mierarohious. I propose instead to 
rearrange the materials of a recent oxbtioism of Dumont by Dipanker 
cupta’? in tome of the fromewanle outlined cbove and then assess: what 
remains to be done for an adequate critique to aerge. 

Gupta's central oritieism of Dumont consists in questioning the 
letter's cleim that the asace of caste lies in a contimous hierarchy 


along which castes can be ordered in terms éf malghine aeEMe 


countemargument is that the essence of caste lies in tion 
into separate and discrete endogamous jatisy the attribute of | ierare 
is «) property:vich does not belong to the ons sae na in 


=? 20 t- 


A little reflection will shor that, put in this fom, the 
criticism camnot be sustainal, fhe discreteness of separate endogamous 
jatis is of course the nost obvia:s aspect of the immediate phoaenon 
of caste. “hen this sepgrateness is seen as basal on qualitative 
differences, we necessarily have for ead. jatd its beingeby-oelf and 
being-formcnother, involvins, in this case, the ascription of the 
naturel differcness of biclogical species on an omer of cul taral 
differentiation, Bvery recogrizei qualitative attribute of a jatt 
serves to establish its natural difference from other jatis, and this 
difference is whold cbove all in the mile of sndggamy which lays dom 
that the natural aver of specics must not bo disturbed, Kane notes 
the agreement. of all medieval dhaymaSas tre, texts om this point ani oites 
the SRtasamnits which states explicitly that the ‘several castes are 
like the speoies of animals and that caste attaches to the body and 
not to the soul.' *4 the point, However, is that as soon as these 
discrete jatis are recomised as particular fomms belonying to the 
Bame cla8s of tities, i.e, they are all reoogtized as gastes, the 
finiteness of discrete qualities wild he negated by a beingyfamsealf 
of caste embodying the universal degoure of Jeastaness', Dumont 
identifies this universal measure ap one. af having a place in the 
hiererchy of oaste, °In*rélation to this being-fomself, partioular 
castes cen only be distinguished from one another by quantity, viz, 
their relative place in that hierarchy. "An ortering among determinate 
costes wil] then-be Ascess evily impliel, (Continuity is not, strictly 
speaking, necessary, eve in Dumant's scheme : an wmambiguous and 
transitive ranking by cuantity is al] that is requirel.) Gupta's 
critictam here is misplace!, gor the critique of Dumont!s method 
oznnot be sustained at the level of the determinate being of caste, 


Gupte, howeyery makes-enothar sot of aritioians witoh 4s 
far more proniaing, Thane 18 no one caste ideology he says, but 
' IRs wits stm gna & on. eS dead 
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several, sharing same principles in common but artioulated at variance 
cuxl even in opposition to one another, Now, this is a oritici®m which 
is levelled at the essence of oaste as identified by Dumont, |l’e have 
seen already that Dumont locates the essence of caste m tho religious 
ground definel by the oppositions purity/pollution ani claims that the 
force of dharma unites tho detemminate perts (the separate jatis) into 
a wunole, To establish this claim, however, Dumont has first to dispose 
of a rather serious problem which arises in establishing the unity of 
the actuality of the institutions and prmctices of caste with its ~ 
ideality, ‘This problem has to do with the fact that the aotual renkiings 
of oaste take variable forms in space (regiaial caste systems) and in 
time (oaste mobility) and further that these specific orderings ara. 
not necessarily consistent with am ideal ordaring in tems of purity/ 
pollution, Dumont attempts to solve this problem, first, by positing 
an absolute separetion between diagme ani arthay and then assorting 
the absolute superiority of the former to the latter, ‘This enables 
hin to allow pover .(eoqnomio, politioal) to play a residual role in the 
actual ranking of oastess speoifioally, the quantitative oritexion of 
hierarchical ordering beoames a wetghtel mumewatwe where purity/ 
pollution is the only variable vhioh is. allowed to fix the two extreme 
poles of the soale of ranking while power variables are alowed to 
affect the ordering in the middle. k . 


There is sanething inelegant 4m this solution offered by if 
Dumont end a lexge mmber of his orities cs Rave produced both textual : 
and practical evidence of show that ~assertion here is doubtful, — 
Ie Geptale cuttiotye thes Sieus is: not eam espe 3 ol 
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is not generally acknovleiged by every part of the system of caStes, 

This oritioedam would held even if Dumont's specific characterization 

of dhagma is nodified to take oars of the factual inacourmoies; in 

other words, the criticism vould hell for tny symthotie theory of caste. 
Mo develop: these oriticfams into a theoretical oritique of 

Dumont, one would neei to showy : (1) that the imelfiate reality of 

castes represents the appearance not of one universal ideality of | 

caste, but of several which are not only at variance but often in 

opposition, (2) that the universal dhama which claims to be the force 

binding the parts of the system into’ a whole is 4 one-sided oonstryction, 

(3) that this one-sided ideality succeeds in its assertion of. universality 

not because of the self-conscious unity of subject ani objeot in. each 

individual part but beoause of the effectiveness of a relation of 

domination and subsrdination, and (4) that the fregnented and oontradio- 

tory oonsciousnesses represent an actuality that. oan be unified only by 

negating the ‘one-sided dase of Widens construction of dhazma. . 


Let me state the implications of this project. I am suggesting, 
first, that there is in | vopulax, beligts ani piwotioes of caste an P 
implicit oritiqus which questions the claim of the dauinant dhammg to 
unity the partioular jatis into a harmonious whicle and vhioh puts 
forward oontrery clains, Seoand, just as thé effsotiveness of the 
olaims of the one dharma is oontingsmt upon the conditions of power, so 
algo are the possibilities and forms of the contrary claims conditioned 
by those relations of power. Thixd, in their deviance from the dominant 
dharma, the popular beliefs draw pied “the ideological resources of 
given cultural traditions, selecting, ‘ransfomming and developing than 
to cope with nev condi tions of subordination but remaining limited by 
those conditions, Finally, ‘the negativity of these gontrary claims is 


au ~ bir. j ‘ = o-* er - “<a. 5 * 


=2 235 tq 


an index of their failure to construct an altemative wmiversal to the 
dominant dharma and is thus the mark of subalternttys the objeot of our 
project must be to develop, make explicit and mify these fragnentod ° 
oppositions in omer to construct a ordtique of Indian tredition which 
is at the same tine a critique of botzgects equality. 


“hat we heve identified here axe therefore the requircients for 
an immanent oritique of caste ideology, ‘The ofitique itsclf cannot be 
sustained unless one can address the corpus of caste ethnology right up 

to our contemporary times from this standpoint. I cannot claim any 

such expertise for myself, 11 I cam atiempt here is a brief illustrative 
exercise to show some of the posaibilities of this approach, The 
interested reader may \dish to compare our approach with Dumont's 
treatment of the same problem in his easay "\orld Renmoiation in Indian . 
Religions’. \nereas Dungn$ troats, the series af oppositianss life in . 
the world/life of the renoumoaer, group reli gien/disoiplinos of salvation, 
oaste/individual'= as having been wiified within the ‘whole! of Hinduism 
by integration at the level of doctrinal Eedmanism and by toleration at ~ 
the level of the seots, we will offer a different interpretation which 
tzeats these oppositions as fundementa}ly unresolwed - wiified, if at 

all, not at tho level of, the selfvoonsohousness of ‘the Hindu! tut oly 
v4thin tho histortoal oontingmoded of the social relations of power, 


- 


The’so-called 'minor religious sects’ of Bengal oamanded, 
at vesious points of time between the seventeenth and the nineteenth 


osnturies, the following of quite a major sestion of the populatiam 
of Bengal. sptenie abebaie hes hea itty sd a 


Of thoee, the Baul, the Jagrmohant, the Kartibhaja, the xaSorP bhajan, 
the SahebditanT ani a fow others aze relstively well kno-m, the 
Kartathaja in partioulor attracting much attention for its easy 
syncretism fron the Calotia intulligpnisie in the nineteenth century, 
amd the Baul, of couse, having been ermted oul teva bene@totion in 

the tuentieth by its elevation to the status of an axort item in the 
Festival of India circuit, Most of these sects are Inwadly olatsified 
es Vaisnava or semi-Vaisnave, but it is heterodoxy which is the 

hallmark of their status as 'minor seets*, Besides the goneral 
presence of what 13 loosely desoribed a@ sahajiya Voisnavism, observers 
have variously noted the strong dootrinal ani ritual influence on 

these sects of Buddhist Sahajiya ideas,.of “left! Tantrio praotices, 

of the religion of the Mth cults, of Sugtidéotzines ani of the Dhamma 
oult of lover Sengal,. the other orugial ohatacteristic 4s that their 
following was aaa aid. teehee always exolipivelyy among the 
lover castes, iz Bee . 


ia 


rm : 
If one situates the rise of these aiilts in’relatig to the 
history of Vaisnavism in Bengal, the arucial development that has to 
be noticed is the systomatic introduction of caste practices in the 
religious and ‘Social lifs of orthodox Vaignavas. Jamekanta Ghalcralar ty 
suggests a7 that caste xles began to be stxtotly applied after the 
historic festival held in Kheturt (2ajsbaht) ‘sometime betwen 1576 and 
1582, which wes attended by roprosentatiived af nearly a hundxed Vaisnava 
groups from ell aver Dang]. The Khetard council laid dom tho ~ 
doctrinal and ritual framework of what was tO became the dominant 
orthodexy of Gcudfye Votsnevian, based on canons prescribed by the 
gosvamis of Vrindavan, 49 The attempt, as Hitesranjan Sanyal suggests, 
may have beci on the one hand, to provide doctrinal respectability 
to a relatively unsophisticated popular religious movement by engaging 
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in the discourse of Puranio Brahmanisn and the great systems of Vaisnava 
religious thought, and ‘on the other, to oreate the forms of practical 
religion which would integrate the diverse Schajiya Veisnava cults 

into the main trend of the bhakth, movement?’ - 


But soon enough, the differentiated forms of social identity 

and distinction appeared in the body of the Vaienava sompmday, Ih 
contrast with the earlier phase of the movement when several prominent 
noneBrahman Vaisnave gurus such a& Narahari Sarkar, Narottam Datta or 
Rasikinanda had Brahman disaiples,.or unlike the 'neoBralman' phase 

when some Vaisnavas suph as “the followers of Syamananda Pal in Midnapore 
began to wear the saored thread irrespeotive of caste, the new 

orthodoxy which grew up frowmed upon such practices. Indeed, the 
emphasis now wa8 against indisorimiinate proselytization, and the 

highest status was accorded among Vaisnavas to the Brahman kulaguru 

who acted as initiator and spiritual guide to a small mmber of 
respectable upper-caste families. Gradually, a clearly recognized 

socdal distinotion amerged betwéen high-caste Gaudiya Vaisnava 
householdexs and the lowecaste jat valsnay (i.e. Vaisnava by oaste) 

who were for all praotioal purposes regarded by the tomer as outoastes.- 
Indeed, a whole series of stereotypes of the jat vaigpav, oanbining 

the familiar prejudices of caste impurity with aspersions on their 

sexual morality, emerged to condemn the low-oaste- conver ts beyond 

the pale of the orthodox Gendiya Vaisnave sampreday. The sexual F 
eppersions, in particula, derived from the simplicity of the marriage ; 
ceremony practised by the follewers ae 
minal se noweine ot. See wepen-ennte: Talnany Se 
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lieisons with cult-follovers am! used in orgiastio rituals, ani the 
renks of the Sect werd svelled by tho children of such unsnotified 
unions. : 


Seen from the standpoint of the history of Vaisnavism in Bengal, 
this impopition of more or less orthedox caste prectices on the Vaisnava 
movement was part of the same process which gave rise to the deviant 
sects. ‘s historians have pointed out, it was a situation, whore, after 
a spell of substantial mobility and readjustment of positions mostly 
in the middle remgs of the caste hierarchy in Bengil, and a significant 
process of inoorporation of tribal populations in the peripheral regiors 
into same fom of Puranic religious practice,” the dominant ideologtoal 
need was to reproduce a stable strueture of sootal divisions within a 
hamonious whole, A universalizing religion such a Vaigpavism could 
only wify by accomodating those differerices within itself, The 
points of historical interest for us, therefore, are first, the 
doctrinal and practio:) means by yhich this was -attempte?, and secand, 
the marks of unresolved and contiming conflict which this process of 
unification bears. 

"The assertion of Brehmanical dominance; ' soy8 Ramakanta 
Chakrabarty, 'in « religtous movonent which was rooted in mysticism, 
and which vas anti-caste and enti-intelkeotual, inevitably led to 
the growth of deviant onders.! 132 He then gives an accouit of the 
origins, mostly in the eighteenth oonturyy of ‘some of ime orders which 
were usually founded by Veignaves from the 'touchable'. Sidra castes 
and which usually had e following among the trading and artisanal 
castes, the untouchables ant sometimes tribals converted tothe new 
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In talking about the doctrinal beliefs and ritual practices 
of these sects, the usual desoription offered is ‘ecleotielam’., Thus: 

"The spread of Veignavism among the low oastes strongthenel eclectic 
tendencies, Zolecticien we produoai by a combination of ofroumstances!”” 
Reiakanim Chakrabarty lists some of these : the secret practice by 
Vaisnava gurus of Tantric worship while opmly professing Vaisnavism, 
the continued. respect for folk gods and godilesses anong Vaigyava 
converts, the obeiscnce paid to Krena, Nadha and Caitanya by none 
Vaisnave medieval poets, even Muslim poets, ani in non-Vaisnava tample 
art, and the participation of non-sectarians, including Iuslims, in 
Vaignava festivals, But to characterize these faiths as eclectic is, 
of courses nothing more than to acknowledge that they oamnay, be er 
classified under one br the other of the well-known and dominant 
theological sys tenis, It is, as a natter of fact, merely, to recognize 
that the existence of these sects ‘ts itself evidence of an wistable 
layering in popular consciousriess of material drawn from diverse . 

daninant as well as subordinate traditions, the only prinaiple of 
unity being the contradiotory one of simultaneous acceptance and 
rejection of dominatio, To characterize the partioular stiuoture 

of this oasciousness, we must identity in the partioular historical 
conjuncture, the specific form of this oon tradietary unity. 

What were the doctrinal means used by Vadgpavian to construct 
the unity of an intemally divided commmity? In the post-Caitanya 
phase, the fundamental devotional attitude of bhakti, was itself 
explicated along two lines, Qn the one hand, pndariedigei i 


woane the authoritative text for thts fom of ¥ 
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it went a long way im reomoiling the ideal af Vaisnava love with the 
ritual nous of Rrafmanical caste practices. the other hand, 
Gaudiya Yaisnavas also crented doctrinal sanction to what was celled 
xagonuss Niky which had a more ayotieal inwerd fom and hich was 
Said to originate in an unbearable desire or thirst for God in the 
being of the devotee. Although tho forms of ragammga devotion scon 
acquire! their om disoiplinaxy modes of praotice,and the orthodox ~ ue 
school insisted that they could be open oly to a seleot fey, the 
important point was that these foms were not requirel to conform to 
scriptural injunctions or institutional arrengments, This was the 
fixyst mode of doctrinal differentiation by which the religion of 
Vaignavism in Bengal would try to mify ite fold of believers. It 
provided a means by which Vaisnava householders could retain their 
allegiance to the faith while participeting in the ritual procedures - 
of social end personal life-as laid down in the Sastras, whereas the 
deviant orders of the sahajiya sadhak could also proclaia to their 
follovers the esoterie connection between :their pursuit of eostatic 
bhakti, and the dootrinal principles of the main body of the movement, 


The second mode of differentiation was provided in the foms 
and methods of Vaisnava vorship,* It ‘tock some time, ani a fair amount 
of debate, for the idea of Caitanya as an incamation of Kygna to be 
fimly fixel, and even thei there was much oantroversy about a 
suitable hagiclogy that would replicate the divine deeds at Vrindavan 
with those at Nabadwip, « matter complicated further by the Geudiya 
doctrine of Gaitanya as the dual incamatich of Kpgna as well os Radha, 
But the crucial concept which gained predominance within the Bengal 
sohool of Vaisnavism and which ¢ablei o wide variety of foms of 
devotional worship to be doctrinally unified was the theory of 


- parekdy§ love, Shoshibimscn Das Gupte. has shown how the oelebrction 
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in Voianave thought of the extr-maxitel love of Krena and Radha was 
appropriatel into the forms of an earlier tradition ari Bengal of yoglo 
practioes leadir,; to the state of nehasukha or sabpja, as conceived in 
WEnteio Buddhism, * Sut the important point for us fe that even in this 
process of transformation, the dootrine af parakiya love became 
intemally differentiated, ‘hile it ws generally admowleigat that 

the 1222 of Krena and Radha was the means by which Krena in his active, 
worldly, quali ty-ingused fom ef thagaysan realised the unity of his 
ultimate nature or svaxtiparvaktd, in the fom of an infinite state of 
love or bliss, the attitude of the Vadsnava devotees to this sport af 
the gods oame to be atructurel in a differentiated fom, 

The Gaudiya orthodoxy (or at legst that section of it witdh\:* 
eutecribed to the superiority of pamekiya over svikiya love) insisted 
that the xadh&bhiva, or the abtitude of vorship of Kygya as a married 
woman for her lover, was proper only to Sri Oaitanyo himself, Yor hia 
devotees, the prescribed agti tude of vorship was that of the sakhi or 
the mgijaxt who comprised a differentiated circle of female campanions 
of the divine couple. and whose task it was to act a8 reverential 
accomplices, attendants and voyeux® to the sacred union, In time, 
especially in the post-Kheturi phase, the orthodox pres@ription to 
devotees was to adopt the mefjark mode of worship, for only by choosing 
to Sexve as the mmble atteadant could one eliminate from one's person 
all traces of puxusabhinena which was proper only to Krena dnd not to 

a tme Vaisneve devotee, For the latter, the otemal sport of 
nityagndivena. was was only a menory to be oherishel, contemplated and 
ritually renqnbered in datly Lite,” Tt vas a preseription which seame — 
to have epaied « vay for Personal Pesos and hamany taxenghs @ pa tal 
religiosity but only at the cost of an if 5 be 
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The deviant sshajiya onlers, however, tumed their affiliation 
to pamakiys, vership in a wholly contrary direction. ‘hey subsoribe! 
to the doctrine of etezmial love as represented in the lila of Krana 
and RadhS in gi tyaymdvena and called it the state of sahaja or 
supreme bliss, but argael that it was possible for mortal men and 
wonen living in a gross material worl to make the transition to the 
state of guprome love through a disoizline! process of spiritual 
culture or sadhan, ‘The sahajiyssupplementel the orthodox deotrine 
of bhakti with a theory of aropa, t.e. the attribution of divinity 
to mortal men and wanen, ami thus effected its transfomation into a 
fundamentally different doctrine, The argumen$ now was that the 
Syaripa or true spiritual self resided within the physieal fom 
(rapa) of every human being and had to be realised in its developed 
and perfect state without denying or amihilating his or her physical 
existence, Indeed, it is nue Loves. mow ing. from the gross forms of 
camal desire through successive Steges of spirt tual development, 
which finally atteins the perfect and infinite ‘fom. of divine love 
while retaining and subsuming within it the earlier Poms, Through 
such a process of 8 Sadhan, it is possible for nen and women to realise 
the svasiipa of Krona ond JSuhd in their oim selves, 


As’ a doctrine thic was heretical, and the actual procedures 
of parakiya love practised by the various Sahajiya soots wore loaked 
upon by 'respectable! Vaisnave householders a3 unclean and disreputable, 
Sometimes there were fairly violent attempts. at suppression, such as. 
in the pasandidalan diatribes lamohed by the defenders of Brahmantoal 
orthodoxy and in the unrelenting oampaims by the Islamic orthoday 
to suppress the various marfati sects and particularly the Wuls, 
At other times, they were allowel to exist, but as degraded orders 
ee i 
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sibility of « doc%sinal ctiachmemt between *he domain of the regular 

orthedex on the one hand and that of the degreded ami deviant om — 
the other, through an appropriation of one or the other meaning of the 
4nherently polysemio concepts wiich sought to wmify the field of dogma 
and ritual, menat that on either side the mity, however tenuous, of 
the vhole oculd be emphasized whan requiral, jst as the irreconoila- 
bility of differences could also be, asserted if necessary, : 


The question of identity or difference, one dharma or many 
dhazmas, then becanes “not so much a matter of judging the inherent © 
strength of the synthetio unifioation proclaimed by a dominant religion, 
Any universalist religion, as wo haye argued, will bear in its essence 
the contradictory marks of identity: and difference, the parts being 
held together in a whole by an ideoldgical force that proclaims, with 
vatying degrees of effectiveness, its unity The question, rather, 
becomes a historiccl one of identifying the deteminants that make this 
unity a matter of contingency. 


It will be appearent from the histories of the minor sects that 
the varying intensities of their affiliation with the unity, the degree 
of teclectioism', the varying measures and subtleties in emphasizing 
their difference and their self-identity, reveal not so mugh the ‘esire 
to oreate a new miversalist systen but rather varying strategies af 
survival, and of self-assertio. The Rauls openly proclaim their 
wunconventionality 2nd rejection of soriptural injunetions, both 

| ‘Brahmanioal and Islamic, but live a8 mendicants outside soolety. 


Thay talk of love and the divine pover unich resides in all men and haw 
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by singing, with moh lyricisa, subtlety au dt, ef the "mon of tho 
heart? an? the 'unimow bird’ wiich flies in and out of the cage which 
is the humen body, but practise their om disotplines of sgdhgn and 
worship in secret, wrler the guidanoe of the eT Of seots which 
live on among a lay following of ordinary househelders, most Jo not 
display any distinot sect-mazks am the person of the devotee, 30 that 
in their daily lives the seoturiams are largely indistinguishable 
from others, hat thoy offer te their followers, as in the oase of 
the Kartabhaja or the Sahebdhanl, is a congreqitional space defined 
outside the doundaries of the daminant religious life, outside caste 
society or the-injunetions.af the shadat, bat a space brought into 
eotive existence oly periodically, at thimly attendel veckly meetings 
with the wahBSay or the fakir, and at the three or four large anmal 
festivals where sectarians perfom:the prescribed duties of allegiance 
to their preceptor and their faith, while numerous others cae just 

ap they would tO eny religious fair « to eat aml drink, listen to the 
music, pick up a few magic cures fox® illmesses ani disabilities anc 
generclly to collect ome's share of virtue whichis supposed to accrue 
fram such visits. The doctrines preached by the seot leaders, often in 
@lenguage vhioh conceals under its surface imagery an esoteric 
meaning open only to initiates, will talk of their rejection of the 
Vedas and of oafte, of idolatxy and $astxio or shariatd ritual, but 
the greater their reach across the oaste hierarchy, the less strident 
is their oritioal tome and the more vapid thair sentiments about 

the samoness of all faith. The Kartabhajas, for iustanoa, 
oziginated in the eighteenth century from a founder vio was probably _ 
of Iuslim origin, but the sect vas org=iged ‘in its present fom in 
the carly ninsteenth centuxy by a prosperous Sadgop family. It has 
retained its following among the middle and lover castes, and in 
particular draws a very large smuber of women, especially widow, 

to its festivals, but e fair number of upperoaste people have also 
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been initiate! into the faith, Not surprisingly, a distinotion has 
been imnovated between the yyayaharik or the practical social aspeot 
of the lifo of the devotee and the pezpaxthik or supreme spiritual 
aspect, the former virtually becoming marked as a ground of inevitable 
oompromise and survender to the deminmt noms of sooisty and the 
latter the secret preserve of autonomy and self-assertion, >! 


All of these, then, are strategies devised within a relationship 
of daninance and subordination, and they take on dootrinal or ritual 
attributes. and acquire different values according to the ohanging 
contingencies of power, But in all their detemminate manifestations 
in particular historieal oLraumstanges, they “are shaped by the condition } 
of subaltemity, I now propose to discuss the oase of a minor sect y 
whose historical effectiveness in propagating a religion for the lowest 
castes seqns'to have been partioularly unsuccessful: let us see if 
even this rather extreme case of 'fablure! tells. us omntng about 
the strategies of resistance: and assertion, 


A Teacher among the Hadi 


Along with the Don, the 16g io an azohoiypely antala caste of 
Bengal. Tt 1s not particularly mmerous in Nadia distzlot where in 
1931 it cemstituted only about 0,02 per cent of all untouchable castes 
and was considerably fewer in mmber then the Bagi, Muck, NemaStidra 
cp He witch cmprtaed the Wl of te 0 pes conk or 9 of We iat 
population of that district uhiteh yas classifiable as untouchable, 
But 1 stinds 26 cultural stemotyrs of the loweot among the Lowy 
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scavenger class of Bengal Proper’ with whom no one will eat aml from whom 
no one will accept water, The Hadis Nave priests of their own and are 
forbidden fron entwring the courtyards of the great temples, Ih the: 
nineteenth contury, ther sanctines had tenancy rights. in land as oocupanoy 
or non-ocoupancy reiyats, but were mostly day-labourars in agricul ture, 
while their traditional oocupatims were the tapping of date-trees, making 
bemhoo implements, playing musical ingtruments at weddings and festivals, 
carzying palanquins, serving as syees, and scavenging. ‘The removal of 
night-soil was confined exclusively to the Methar subeaste, liusley also 
reports that the Hadis abso preferred infaat-marclage and pemitte! both 
divorcee and the remarriage of widows, although the synonymous caste of 
Bhuinmali in Dacoa did not at that time allow the latter. 


Janes wise *' tells a story about the Dacca Dhuifmali, They 
were, they say, Sudras originally and were once thvited along with’ all 
other castes to a feast given by the goddess Parvati, On seging the 
goddess, a guileless Bimitmali remarked : 'If I had suoh a beautiful 
woman in my house, I would cheerfully‘perfom the most menicl offices 
ror her,' Sive overheard the remark, tock the Bhuiimali up on his von, 
gave him a beautiful wife and made him her sweeper for life. A Dacoa 
proverb nakes*the -eomment that the Bhuivmali is the only Hindu ever to 
be degreded for love of garbage. _ Ms 


Balaram Hadi, finder of Sue, Uatasael, ox ADRES shsty ie 
sia 4 Nibbana an Midin* ecnetine around 1780.47 In his youth, he 
wes employed as a watchman at the house of the Malliks, the Vaidya | 
zaminders of Meherpur, “Tt 1s seid that among the employees of the a 
Malliks, ‘there were a number of Hhojpuri Bralmans who worked as guards 
and servents with whom Balarem spent 2 lot of his time, listening. to . 
reel tations fron natin’ 8, Rimdyana aad other devotional compesi tions. 
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At this time there occurre? one might a theft of same valuable jewellery 
with vhioch the family deity of the Malliks was adomed, JDalaram was 
suspected to have been involved in the crime and, by the omer of his 
euployer, wes tial to a tree and severely beaten. Mortified by this, 
Helaram left Mcherpur and did not retum to his villege for the next 
twenty years or mom, He is said to have wandered about in the company 
ef religious men ané when he oame back to Mehgerpur to found his sect, 
he was fifty years old ami a mendicant. ] 


Balarém was illiterete but was oredited with a quick wit ant 
an unusual flair for the use of wants. ‘he Hadis, he used to say, did 
not have any of the taints with which the Brelmans had stigmatized 
them; just as the Gharami was one wip built houses (ghar), se was the 
 Hgi one whe had oreated had - the Dones with which all living beings 
are made. Akshayamar Datta relates an apooryphal story whioh > 
illustrates rother well Belarin's, reputed facility with argumentation, 


Balaram had gone to bathe in the river, when 
he saw some Brahmans offering tarpan to their 
ancestors. Imitating their actions, he too 
began to throw water on to the river-bak, ‘he 
of the Brehmans asked hin, ‘Balak, what do you 
think you are doing?' Balarem answered, ‘I am 
watering my field of spinach,' ‘he Brahman 
asked, ' Your field of spinach? Here?! 
Balaren veplied, ‘Well, your ancestozs 

aren't here either. If you_think that the 
water you pick up ond throw back into the 
river reaches your ancestors, then why 
shouldn't the water I throw on the river-Danic 
reach my fields?' 44 
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about twenty thousand people.“ Collective memory within the seot haa 
it thet ot same point in his life as a preacher, Belaram was invited by 
one of his dinciples to Mischintapur in tho Ishatta area of Nadia (not 
fer from the infamous fields of Flassey) where he set up another centre 
of cotivity, Sudhir Chakraborti gives a list of twelve of his direot 
disciples, all of whom vete lowcaste (hel, Yamasudre, Jug, Hadi, 
Mahisya an. Muslia) ani thowe were vomen desextbed ‘as 'eaming their 
livelihood by beging. 146 salads algo had a fomals com anion, desoribed 
variously as his wife or his seyiks (atterione), *? who later sama to be 
known as Brelmamata. . She was. Malo by oaste and mn the Mehexpur centre 
after Balaraz's death, while’ the Misdhintapur centre was mm by a 
MahiSya disoiple called Timm Mandal. Unlike the sahajiya Valgnava seots, 
the Balaramis do not have a gumidisciple strugtuxe in their omer : the 
various centres are rum by leaders called sazkars, but te post is not 
necessarity hereditary. [Patil a few decdides ago, there were about a 
dozen active centres in various villages in Nadia, At present, most 
are in a decrepit state, although a few oentres survive in Burdwan, 
Bankura and Purulia where two or three large festivals are held every 
year. 


Like many other religious leaders who have been invested with 

the attributes of divinity, Delaram too has beon the subject of myths 

_ which give to the story of his birth an aura of extraordinariness. It 
is said that at the time of hia father's wedding, the astrologers had 
predicted that the son bom of this marriage would be the last in the 

lineage, hen the wife became pregnant, she concealed the fact from 
everyone else, One afternoon, a small child with a full growth of 
hair and beaxi suddenly d-opped from the oeiling and, miraoulously, 
the woman found her vomb empty, She wrapped the ohild in a piece of 
as Se I ABH te But she had a sister who 


lived in the next village. Balaram visited her in her dreaa, ‘The next 
noming, she came to the jungle and found the ohild lying under a-treée, 

protected by two tigers, ‘She tock him away with her, The fostermother 
found york in the house of a landlord, ami when Balarm grew up to be a 
young boy, he was employed to tend the landlom's cattle. 


“he bisth was miraculous, am the story has @ certain resamblanoe 
vith that of the covert Krsna, brought up by his ant in Vetvdeven, 
One day, the landlord Jiban Mukherjee was visited by his family gum. 
and the boy Balaram was asked to accompany him to the river Thairav 
whexe the gum was to bathe. It was here that the aforementioned 
conversation between Balaram ani tho Brahmans supposedly tock place, 
ani the story goes on tc assert that Balaram did in faot perform the 
miracle of sending the river-water te a distant field. Greatly 
impressed by this feat, the Brehman gan oame back and reprimanded 
his lendlord disafiple for ampleying a person with such miraculous 
power8 as a mere servant, Dalaran then asked that he be, allowed to 
go back to the jungle from where he had come, Jiban Mukherjee donated 
a emall piece of forest land to Balgzan and it was there that he sot 


up his achda. a 


Not all Brahmans, however, were quite so generous in acknow- 
ledging Balaram's spixitual merits, “the Brahman landlord of Msohintapur, 
for instenoe, greatly resented Balaram's growing influence over his 
tenants, One afternoon, vile Balardm was away, the landlord 
to eet fixe to the Mschintapur akhda- Whon Balardm was told of 
he remazked, 'He who set@ fire to my house destroys his own.' ‘ . 
this, he left Madhintapur ond in three long stepe he vas tens 
evay in ehoxpur. Apparently, 1% began to rain from th 
Lb ata not let wp for the next aine days. Hage om 
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land surrounding the zatindar's barmhouse, ani by the timo the rain 
stopped, the entire bam had been swallowed by an enommous orater, 
The place is now oclled the 'barmhouse lake’. 


Balaram's teachings, not surrisingly, were direoted against 
the Vedas, the ritual injunotions of the Sastma and against tho 
practices of caste. J,1i, Hhattacharya, in his brief account of 
Balaram's sect, makes the remark : ‘The most important feature of his 
oult was the hatred that he taugut his followers to entertain towanis 
Brelmang, *? He also forbade the to display any distinotive maxks of 
their sect or, sigifioantly, to utter the name of any god when asking 
for alms, ‘the maamtras they were asked to chant were in plain Bengali, 
moyees: even of the ornamental semblance of an wm or a Tantric heim 
Klin Hin, and without the hint of an esoteric subtext, when Balaram 
died, his body wes neither oremated, nor ‘uriad, nor thxorm in the 
water: on his instructions, it wes simply left ‘An the jungle to Be 
fel to other living oreatures, for e fey generations after Balaramy 
the sect leaders were buried after death or their bodies thrown into 
the rivery but now the S5stric procedure of oremation 1s generally 


Thé sectarian ideology of the Balahadis pittel itself not mly 
ageinst the daninant Bralmanical religion, it also demarcated itself 
from the xeligtoi of the Valsnavas. Their songs refer vd th moh 
derision to the practioss of the sahajiya ~ their foniness for food, 
drink, sex and intoxloants, their obscssion with counting tie xosary, 
i ieee pH vagabords without habitation om line 
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ani Radha, they ask, 'If Caitanya 18 Kygna, then why dees ho ory for 
hin? ~Tekt 4s the Maaha in him that aries, then Caitanya is only half 
a being. lio is the complete being? Hadizam, af courea, Ltifs for 
him that Caitanya ories, for Caitanya oan never find iim. The vexfoot 
being appeared not in Nabadwip but. in Mehexpur’,” 


The songs of the Balarami breathe the air of sectarianism, 
Boastful, aggressive, often vain, they produce the impression of an 
open battle waged on many fronts, ‘here is little that is secretive 
about the ways of the-seot. Although its following consisted 
overvhalmingly of lowoarte and poor labouring people, there is none 
of the esoterio practices associated with the sahajiya cults, Pexhaps 
the abSenoe of prosperous householders among them made it unmecessary 
for the Balaramis to conceal their defiance of the daminant norms - 
after all, who cared what a few Hadia op Malem: melita ie: tiki ome 
little circles? As for as ‘respectable! people were concerned, these 
untouchables were not particularly good religionists anyway - indeed, | 
in a certain sense, incapable of good religion. It we their very 
marginality which may have teken the eting out of their revolt against 
subordination, and by asserting the unrelenting negativity and 
exolusiveness of their rebellious faith, they condamel thanselves to 
eternal marginality. 
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Among the nyths.&s a very curious and distinotive aocount of 

the ortgin of the species, which the Belaranis call their jatitattyn. 

It seems that in the earliest age, the adi, yug, there was nothing : 

this was, so to speak, time before creation, In the next, the anadi 

wag, vas oreated plants. Im the third age, the dibya yas, there was 

only Hadirvem - and no one else, From his hai (yem) wes oreated 

Hainabati, tho fixst female, and from her the first gods Brahma, Viggu 

and Siva who would @reot the course af the sacred and prefane histories 

in the satya, treta, dvapar and kalj, ages spoken of in the Purapad. 

This historical time of the four ages is desoribed in the Balarant 

songs as a trap, a vicious snare that binds people to Vedie and 

Puranic injunctions, ‘The quest for Hadiram is to find in one's mortal 

life the path of escape into that mythio time before history whe the 

Hadi was noble, pure and worthy of respect, 


The form of this creation myth is the same as. that which occurs 
in most of the popular cult lite mica of es the archetypal form 
of which ie to be found in the Sinyapurine,” 1 there too we find an age 
before ell ages when there is nothing and the supreme lord moves about 

» ina vacuum, the lor then creates out of his compassion another 
personality called Mirefijana, out of whose yawn is bom the bird Ulika, 
Prom the lord's sweat is bom AdysSekti, primordial energy in the fom 
of a woman, From 7dyahekti are bom the three gods Brehma, Vigyu and 
Siva, In the Balarant cosmogony, not only does Hadiram toke the place 
of Iirahjana but he seems to usurp the powezs of the supreme lord as 
well, - * 


Specifically, however, there is in the stoxy of Hadmabati's 
ats 5 senha a zok customs ashore. Lene of 
‘ e Literature of the Jiéth cults of northem aul eastom 
‘the less Be He. ant maging oy com | 
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ont “ the mouth of Whe: prteusiiel lord, while out of the lord's had, 
ox bone was Lorn H@dipa. ‘hen Siva decided to take Gauxd, the mother 
of the earth, a8 itis idfe and come down to earth, Hadipa, along with 
"the other siddha Minonath, cocompanied them <3 their attendants. Hadipas 
however, expressed his wiliinmess to accept oven the oooupation of a a 
sveeper if he could have as wife a vaman as beautiful as Gauri, and 5 
Siva onlained that he jive cn earth ag a Hit in the company of the 
queen NaynGnetl.°? lagtpa was later te be oclebrated im the Ith — 
literature as the preceptor of the great Siddha GepLoandra. 


‘The similarity between this oreation myth, hallowed in a much 
more well-know: tradition in<Betigal's folk literature, and.the one held 
‘by the Balaranis strongl} suggests that Balaram in fact picked tt up in 
Cuda to: abeexd @ Seorel origin of the Hadi, It is also not suxprising 
that a further transposition should be introdnasd into the Nath legend 
in oder to give to Hadiram himself. the status of the. originator of the 
human epecies, hat is remarkable, however, is that this source of the 
ayth in a fairly well-established strand of popwlar religious tradition 
is entirely unacknowledged, There is nothing im the Balarami. beliefe 
which claims rid affiliation with the Nath relighany or with any whey 
tradition of Saiva religious arian , at 

ae 
F : 11 that 4@ concadal 10 a soncuhat.demultoxy xeoogaition that 
of the three sons of Hainebati, Siva went a little further than his 
mapliene devel ot Bop sons te eh oe eats ee 
For it 28 said that Mahadeva alone had an inkling of the tattya of — 
Gist + he oomted <li of te 108 Denes onvated Dy the Latter and 
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GhimcEHoant,>? tvo brothers oclled Tjir Methar and Bist Ghos, the 
Methar being a sub-oaste of the Idi bat the most degraded among them, 
while by Ghos is probebly meant the Goala caste which is a 'touchable' 
Gaaro cost, higher in status than both the Methar andthe Hadi. Vism's 
section is moro colourful, fer in the line of his seoax por? tes 
Ynolmndaxt Kali, we get HacyaA ani Adam of vhom are bom ‘wo sons Habel 
and Kabel, | Undoubtedly, we have here the Old Jestament story of the 
genesis as retcld in the Keran - that is, Hawa (ve) and Taam ‘and 
their sons Habii (Abel) and Ghd) (Cain) + slotted in the fourth and 
fifth generations of the fmman species, In Hibel's line, we then get 
four jatis - Sheikh, Safyad, !mghal and Pathan, the four traditional 
olassificatery groups among Indian laplims, and in Kabel's line we get 
likiri, Jola (lowstatus "slim fishexmén and weaver castes) and, 
believe it or not, Hajput,' 56 Of Vism's third child, Husuk Kali, 

are born three som, The eldest, Partber, ts a sage and he gives birth 
to eleven children, namely, goat, tiger, snake, vulture, mouse, mosquito, 
elephant, horse, cat, camel and makey , ‘The youngest son, Rgav, is 
elso muni and from his grandsons originate tidetgge, Bxabewn Groups, 
whose names are Dobe, Cobe, Pathak, Pande, Teoyart, Wasir, eto. + 
most recogiizable names here are those of Bihar and U.P, Heahmans and 
none ere Bengali names, (Perhaps we ought to necall Belaran's early 
a@sociation with Ehojpari Brahmans in the house of his landlord 
employer.) ‘the Bengali Brahmans originate in a partioularly degraded 
Section, for Pathak had two ohildren, Vrea‘(bull) and Mega(sheep)y one 
born of @m untouchable Bede weman and the other of m untouchable = 
Bagli women, From then originate all the Brahman Uneages of Bengals. 
such 98 Hhatije, Badijo, Mikiuje, Gangal, Gmsal, Bagji, lahadt, 


Thadartya, eto, Bes ae 
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There is mach nore in this extraorlinary genealogical ‘tree 
whose meanings are not transparent to the wiinitiated; even. the 
present-day leaders of the oult cannot explain mny of the reformees. 
Tho remifications of Balaxam's jatitattva, in as much as it attempts 
to define a new set of relations between various existent soatal 
groups, are for the most part unclear, ‘hat is olsar, howgver, is 
fixe, that the scleae contimes to undertake the olassifioation af 
social groups in terms of a natural division into speoles, ani it 
does this to 2 sreat extent by transfoming the relations between 


elements within a populazly inherited mythio oode, and second, that 
by overtuming the hierarchical omier of the Puragio oreation myths, ! 
4% pushes the very ideality of the dominant scheme oaste to a limit . 
where it merges with its opposite, Balavam's / does eae that ; 

| 


there are no jatis or no diffierenses between sooial groups akin to 

the differences between natural species, Rather, by raising the Hagt 

to the position of thé purest of the pure, the self-detemmning 
originator of differentiations within the gums, aml by reducing the 
Brehnan to a particularly impure anc degeneratg lineage, it subverts 
the very claim of the dominant dhazma that the”actual social relations ~ 
of cagte are in perfect confomity with its universal ideality. 


“‘thout, of corz8e, a@serting a nev universal, That is a made 8 
imprinted on consciousness of the yet unsurpassed limit of the condition 
of subalternity, ‘The conceit shown’in the construction of Balaramts 
jatitattya ts . a sign of conseious insubordination, But there ia no 
trace uy it of a self-conscious contest for an reeranedin ache E 
Or are{being too hasty in our judgnent? : ie 
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within endogamous TRS gxoups whieh ensures the permanemre of ascribed 
maxks of oeste purity or pollution. It is also they pane contact 
of the body with defiling sutstances or defiled/that maak 1% vith the 
temporary combitiaw of pollution wtioh oan be removed by observing 
the presoribed pioneiures of physioal cleansing. Further, if we have 
@resped the osnenoe of caste, it 2s the necessity to protect the 
puxity of his body that frerbids the Brahman from engaging in acts cf 
labour wich involve contact with polluting material, and :hioh, 
reaiprocally, reyiires the unclean castes to perform those services 
for the Erehman, ‘ha essence of cate, we may then Say, requires that. 
the labouring bodies of the impure oaStes be reproduced in oxder that 
they oan be subordinated to the need 6 maintain the bodtes of the 
pure castes in their state of purity. Al the injumotions of chama 
must work to this end, ase 


when popular religious oul(s deviate from the dogma of the 
dominant religion, when they amounce the rejection of the Vedas, the 
gastric rituals or caste, they declare a revolt of the spirit, But 
the conditions of power which mace such revolts possible are not’ - 
necessarily the same a8 thoSe that would permit a practical insubém~ 
dination of labouring bodies, To question the ideality of oaste is 
not directly to defy its imediate reality.* © 


ee ee sit tas other battile has not, been waged. 
Let us leave abide those high points. of popular protest which take 
the explictt. politioal forms of insurgenoy: these have neoeived a 
fair amount of attention from histertans, their general features have 
beén examinel and their historical limits broadly delineatel. We 
aze sl80 not considering here those particular or individual instances 
saat weal dapiatesthim. ce comet which undoubtedly 
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occur in the daily life df covery village in India, ‘Instead, let ws 
turn our eyes to the practioal aspects of the religious life of the 
deviant c2lts we have been talking about, All of these are fundamen- 
telly concerned with the body, he salcjiya oults, we have notioed, 
practige the foms of bodily worship which do not respect the diota 

of either the Sistza or the shaziat, ‘But they oan only be conduoted 
in secret, under the guidance ofthe guru, and their principles oan be \ 
propagated only in the language of enigma. ‘here they sede an open 4 
congregation, i+ takes tho anti-structurel fom of the communites of i | 
pertodio-and moientary religious festivals, And yet, there is : 
underlying it all theattempt to define a olaim of proprietorship 
over one's om body, to negate the daily submission of one's: bédy and 
its labour to the demands made by the domingnt dhamma ond to assert © 
a domain of bodily aotivity where it can, with the full force of 3 
ethical conviction, disregard those demands. “lotioc, therefore, the 
repeated depiction of the body in the Songs of dehatabtva not simply 

aS a material entity, but a an artefact - not a natural being at all, 

but a physical construct, The body is a house, or a boat, or a cart, 

or a weaver's loom, or a potter's wheel, or any of oountless other 
instxuments or products of labour which remain at the disposal and use 

of one vho possesses them, But the very secretiveriess of these cult 
psectices, the fact thet they oan be engaged in only, aB it werey: | | 
outside the boundaries of the socia} structure, sets the limit to the 
prectical effectiveness of the claim of possessioh; not surprisingly, 

it draws upon itself the charge of licentiousness. 


The practical religion of the Balahagis takes + 1a “i 
form, ‘Their sectarianism is not, a8 we have been, seoreti) b 
<a pednaaiix sonenbol op o Set 96 TeMeMCds MRE 22) 


self-disciplining of the body in the course of one's daily social 
living, Were too the body is an artefact, but it oan be used by its 
owmer with skill and wisdom or waS8ted and destroyed by profligacy, 
The specific forms of self-discipline, as far a8 one can gather from 
the material suppliel by Sudhir Chekraberti, again Seema to bear close 
resemblance ith the hathayoga prectices of the Math oults, The main 
principle is that of al tascchand which involves yogic exercises that 
produce a regressive or upward movement in the bodily processes, It 
is believed that in the nommal courSe, the force of prayebid, on 
activity and change moves in « iowmvard direction, waking the body 
along the path of decay ami cestmuotion., ‘the aim of self-discipline 
is to reVexse this process -by moving it in the upward direotion of 
ndygbth or rest, More speoifioally,: the bodily practioes involve the 
retention of the bindu or Sukrq (semen) and preventing its waste. ‘The 
Bal@hadi literature does ‘not, af course, presoribe the full range of 
hathayoge, practices, which oan only bé performed in strict oclibaoy, 
with a view to reaching the petf6ét“siddha state of tamortality.>! 
hat it does, however is ‘Ley dowt 4 sort of new abrapadnama for its 
adherents ea graded Series of States of bodily digsoipline that can be 
attempted in the course «of ” a Mortal, and social, life, 

' ‘The lovest state is that of bodhitan where the body is 
completely a prisoner “of “impulses and base desires. It is a state 
where one does not even an an escape from the debilitating demands 
of the 'four « ages he snare of historfeal time in whioh all the 
fore of activity and change work towards the bondage and annihilation 
of free life, Po us, this appears to be a @tate characterized by the 
mindless pursuit of instant pleasure, although the Balarani vould put 
this a8 its opposite, The body, he would say, is here completely 
Py tec. of mind which is the storehouse of impulse 
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and desire. In bodhitan, the body is not its om; it is the state of 
elienetion of the body from itself, Indeed, this bodily state becomes 
the representation of that condition of the labouring claSses which 
provokes - guch remarks as ‘The !di's lakgm{ finds her way into the 
Sungi's [Uquor-séller's 7 house,' The passage of the body from 
thig state to that of eyotan is the crucial trensition for a Balarani 
householder, In eyotan, the bodily processes are under ‘the control 
of its owner, The semen is preserved and spent only for proereation, 9? 
This, in this world of representations where the body stands 28 microcosm 
for the universe, is the daily affimation of a proprietorship oonstantly 
threatened, If the purity and perfection 2f the body oani.be omtrolled 
from within itself, nothing extemal can pollute it, Mor most lay 
followers of the sect, this is as far as their sadhan is axspeoted to 
go. For the fortunate few, a successful life in ayotan is followed by 
the state of nityan where there, is’ oomplete unochneem for the world, 
This is a stage of life spent outsiite the bonda of family and*kin, ‘the 
final ani nost perfect atate. of Sadhan is that of khasten, It is a 
state of complete freedam and hanoe of tmoonditioned proprietorsitip 
over one's bodily existence, for, as the Bilaraals Say, the praja of 
khastan, are entities such a8 light, akr,sky) fixe or vater witch do 
not pay a rent to anyone for thelr earthly existence. ‘This is a state 
hich only Balaram was able. to-attainy. phd 4 

. nat. are we to say-of this? There ave unmistakable signe 
here of a consciousness alienated from the dominant dharma, but 
apparently boand to nothing else than its eotnky of sepctite Sanaa 
Ite praciical defeat too is bome out by the facts of scodal nistory, — 
Yet, is there not here an implicit, barely statel, search fora 
recognition whose sigt@ lic not outside, » ee 
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others, but by oneself? Perhaps we have allowed ourselves to be 
token in too easily by the general presence of an atstract negativity 
in the autonanous danain of subaltexn beliefs and practices end have 
missed those marks, Zaint 28 they axe, of an immanent process of 
criticism and learning, of selective appropriation, »*f making sense 
of anc using on one's om terms the elements of a more powerful 
cultural order, Ve mst, after all, remind ourselves that subel%vem 
consciousness is not merely structure, characterized solely by 
negativity; it is also history, shaped and developed throagh a 
changing process of interaction between the dominant and the subordinate. 
Surely, it would be wholly contrary to our project to go about as 
though only the dominant culture has ea life in history anc subal tern 
consciousness eternally frozen in its stmoture of negation. 


the Implicit andthe apliot 
3 We’ must, however, be careful in avoiding the easy, mechantoal, 
transposition of the specifics of Buxopean his tory. The specific foms 
of immanent development necessarily woxk with a definite oul tural 
content. It seens quite famfetched to identity in the oriticisms 
of caste among the deviant. religions ‘the “qabryo of a Protestant ethio 
or an inaipient urge cor beukgeats freedom, \hat we have is a desize 
for 2 structure of oganunt ty in which the opposite tendencies of 

mutual. ‘separateness and mutual dependence are united by a force that J 
has ea greater universal noral, actuality than the given forms of the 
dominant dhazme., For want of a more oonore te concept of praxis, we 
may call this desire, in en admittedly abstract and undifferentiated 
seme, a desire for democratization, where rights and the application 
of the noms of justice are open to a broader basta of eel istics 
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Lvexy s0cicl form. of the commmity, in the formal sense, mst 
achieve the wity of mutual separateness ani mtual dqendense of its 
parts. The system of castes, we have seen, mokes this claim, but its 
actuality is necesserily in disjmotion with its ideality. The external 
oritique of oaste, dram from the liberal ideology of Marope, sugges ts 
that a legal framevork of bourgeois frecdom and equality provides a 
alternative, and in principle more democratic, basis for this unifioa- i 
tion, This has beon the formal basis of the constitutional structure | 
of the post-colonial state in India, And yet the practioal constmotion 
of thts new edifice out of the given cultural material has been forced 
into an abandonment of its principles from the very start - notioe, 
for instance, the provisions of special reservations on grounds of 
caste, The new political processes have, it would seem, managed 4 
to effect a displacement of the unifying force of dharma but replaced ; 
it with the unifying concept of 'netion' as concretely embodied in the 
state, What-chas resulted is not the actualization of bourgeois 
equality at all, but rether the conflicting claims of caste groups (to 
confine ourselves to this particular domain of social conflict), not 
on the religious basis of dhamma, but on the purely seoular demands of 
claims upon the state. Tae force of dhartay it “appears, "has been 
ousted from its positionsef superiority, to be replaced with a 
_yengeance by the pursuit of artha, tut, pase Dumont, on the basis 
again of daste ‘Uvisionst~ On the one hand, we have the establishmant 
of capitalist relations in agricultural preduction in which the new 
forms of wage labour fit smgly into. the cld grid of caste divisions. 
_ On the other handy we have the supremely paradaxteal phenomenon. of 
‘low-caste groups asserting their very backwardness in the caste 
hierarchy to oleim discrimiatory privileges from the state, and upp 
caste groupe proclatning the sanctity of Dougal oqualtty ei 
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There is no alternative for us but to undertake a search, 
both theoretioal cml practical, for the oonorete fous cf demooratio 
community wiich are basel neither on the principles ef hierarchy nor 
on those of bourgeais equality. ‘The posure by Dumont of the prinaiples 

of homo higrarchious agimst those *f hemo equalis is a false, essen- 
tialist, positing of an umr@olyable antinomy, lle mist wsert that 
there is a more developed univerSal fom of the unity of separateness 
and dependence which subsumes hierarchy and equality a8 lover 


historical mormts. 


The patnt is to explicate the prinoiples. and te construct the 
concrete forms of this universal, In Indian pdlitios,: the problem of 
unifying the opposed reouirements of separeteness and dependence has 
been concretely addressed only at the level of the structure of 
federalism, e level,where the problem is seen as permitting a territorial 
resolution, The jh lubious success, Jn other domaims,of which 
caste i8 a prime example, politiog has drifted from one contentiow 
principle to another (bourgeois equality, caste-cless correlation, 
discriminatory privileges for low castes through state intervention ate. ) 
without finding adequate ge on wih it.gan be superseded by a new 
universal form of commnity.~ : 


But, and this has been my argument in this essay, there does 
exist a level of Scotal life vihere labouring people in thetr practical 
activity have constantly sought in their 'oommon sense! the fous, 
mediated by cultuze, of such community, ‘he problem of politics is to 
develop ond make oxplicit what 1s only implicit in popular activity, to 
give to’ its proogss of meiiation the conditions of sufficienoy. ‘the 
point, in other words, is to undertake a oritioism of ‘common sense’ 
poh page of ‘oomnon sense'; not to injeot into popular life a 
ntti Jupp of mgt spacing ronnie. samy et tap 
Ke ork toe A ae CO: - 
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A few examples of empirical work containing detailed observations 

ef this phenomenon are Pauline Mahar Kolenday 'Reli ous Amciety 

and THndu Fate,' Journal of Amian Studies, 23 (1964), pp.71-G25 

Owen Tynch, Zhe Politics of Untouchabslt, (Nev Yowks 1969), Mase 
V. ; 


yer, Reli a 
Untouchability in Mventieth-century Punjab (Berkeley, 1982/5 ; 
RS. Khare, the Untouchable es limsels 
Tay Chamars, (Cam 2 1983)5 . 

0 Cambridge, 1 


on, Caste, Oonflict and Ideology, ( 985)6 


10. 
1ie 
12. 


Todd, pp. 331 and 33in. 
Thid, P. 420. 
Thid, De 421. 
Thid, Pe 343s 
Toid, Pe 396. - 


13. Ibid, PPe 336=7. 


tT. Gail Cnvedt, ‘An Introductory Essay’ in nvedt, ee, 
a= Politdos in Indian States (Delhi, 1982), 
PP. 50. 


4@, Tis is not the place for © detailed discussion of “mvedt's 
congidereble, and in every way very important, ‘work on the 
relation. between caste and clags in popular struggles in 
Inia. But wiet seems to me a8 the theoretical inevitability 
of a stip into empiricisa, brought about by her inability 
to unify the immenence of a dialectio of caste with the 
imposition of capitalist relations, is well illustrated by 
her recent avticle ‘The "Mew Yoasant Movement” in India,’ 

In the Wake of Maxx (Caloutta)e 3 (1907), s-4y PPed-10. 
Having arguec for a long time that 'the main lines of oonfliot 
are no longer between middle and low-caste Peasants on one 
side and high-caste landloxds on the other, but are now 
between the righ famers and the agricultural labourers-poor 
peasants,' she has now suddenly wolen up to the realisation, 
again on purely em@pirioal grounds, that ‘the peasant movement, 
claiming to represent the united interest of all categories . 
of peasants ... has beoome perhaps the single biggest mass 
movement in India, ' 


19. Most graphically so after the inoondlusive end of. the ‘mode of 
production in Indian agrioulture' debate of the 19703. : 


20, tr. Mark Sainsbury (London, 1970). ae ite aoa 
21, Homo Herarchious, revised English edition (Delhi, 1988) 
p.xxx. 


22, Ibid, pp, 242-3, 


ole PeVs Kane, History mabie tra, vols2y ‘paxt:t. (Poona, 1974)s 
“oe. Tete time that uhen the exception to ondogamy 18 allowed, 
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25. Hono Hiéraxchicus, revised ‘nglish edition, Appendix 
ae * 


26, Vaignavism in Bengal (Calcutta, 1985), Ps. 349 


27. Ibid, pe 321. 


26, Five of thia celebrated circle of six gosvamis were Brahmans. 
The intellectun) leaders of the_cirole ~ the brothexs Bupa 
and Sanatema ong their nephew Jiya - were Karnataka Brahmans 
settled in Bengal and eame from a family of senior ninisters 
to the Bengal sultan. ‘hoy are said to have sonsidered 
themselves somewhat impure beoause of their close contact 
with the mleoohas, but vere all highly leamed-in- the 
philosophical and literary disciplines. Gopala cea is also 
Said to have been a Kamataka Brahman. Hagtmatha Thatta vas 
a Brahman settled in, Varanasi y and may have been of Bengali 
origin, wiile Naghunatha Dasa was from a Kayastha landlord 
family of Hooghly, The la8t ti) however, made virtually no 
significant contribution to the doctrinal development of 
Gaudiya Vaisnavism. ‘Se@ Sushil-Kumar De, Early listory 
of the Vaisnava Faith and Movemert in Bengal (Caloutta, 1951)» 


Pa la i. 


29, Hitesranjan Sanyal, ‘Tends of Change in the Bhakti Movement 
in Bengal,' Occasional Paper 76 @ 1985), Centre for 
Studies in Sooial Seiences, Jaloutta. 


30. the slurs on the sexual reputation of the women followers of 
Vaignava sects are legion, 4 popular saying hes a Vaignava 
woman declering : 'I wes a prostitute first, a maid-servant ans 
later, @ procuress in between; now at last I am a Vaisnavi,' % 
(Age beSye, pare dasye, madhye madhye kutni, sarba kama 
parityajya ekhan bogfami) Sushilkumar De, Bafa prebad 
(Calcutta, Zxd ede, 1986), Pee 


31. For an account of these processes in the period of Caitanya 
Social. Monility in, Benge). 


and after, see Hitesranjan Sanyal, S 7. 
(Celoutta, 1961), PP. 33-64. — 


Veiggavian in Bengal, P. 324. 


bad 
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39. * 
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Sacre Dolssdous te (calcutta, 1969), pp. 113-46. 


the activity of: "remembrance" of the 1I13 was ritually ~ 
formalized in the eighteenth century, See Chakrabarty, 
Vaisnavisa in Bengal, Pp. 309-18, 


Qn the Béul, sée Upendranath The iteohanea, Bamhlar pawl o 

Sh ae (Caloutta, 1957). € the relationship between 
the Baul ani the Sufi doctrines, also see Iihammad Mnamul 

ig eam eS _Sufinism in Benge) (Dhaka, 1°75), 

PP. 2 . 


Om the Sahebdhani, see Sudhir Chakrabarti, Sahebdhani 
Sampreday : tader gan (Coloutta, 195); on the Kartathaja, 
See the brief account in Chakrabarty, Vadanavism in Bengal, 

. 346-384, P = bS. ’ ale * : =? 
Compnted from. Tngpoxtal Pable XVII, Census < 
vol,5 (Bengal and Sikkim), part 2,( See he lagi 
is in fact more mmerous in the western distriots ef 
Bengal such as Brodin, Sirthen: ‘arth Midnapore, 


ttun dom kulin, domattun kulin.' Mohammad Hanif 
Pa va * Poka2e part 1 (Dhaka, 


1982), p.86 


HH, Msley, and Castes of Ss vol. 1 
(Celoutta, ae PP Hb, 


Jemes Vise,” Notic: ot. } sean Tribes of. 
“ester Bengal Tonion, 1663), cited in ibid, 


Meherpux is now an upajil 4° (sub-district) in Bangladesh. 


This account is kasel on the ot eee casei s colLeoted 
by Sudhir Chakrabartt ax x 
(Calcutta, 1986)» Unless” > in 
(ondoatiey 1906), Dald"otabet songs pag a a 

Seme source, Dr, Chakrabarti, of course, is not to be a 
planed for ny intexpretatiea of the material riety 4. him. 
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the so-called Ofrvaka philosophy. ‘If those living in heaven 

can be nourished by t& offerings of those living om earth, then 

why should not those living on the upper floor of a building 

de nourished by offerings made in the lover floor?’ See - 

Sgkers aes, tx. (in Bengali) Panchsnan Shastri (Galowtta, 
s ve ~ ” 


45. J. MN. Bhattacharya, Hindu Castes and Sects (Caloutta, repr. 
1973)» PP. 308-9, 


464 Bplaheod Sarpxpcays Pi+27-3. 


4 Tee Sudhir Chakrabarti thinks the latter is moze probable, and that 
is certainly the verSior acceptel by the seotarians, Thid, p.20. 


48, This, according te Sudhir Ghakrabarti, is oonfimmed by the 
land records at llehexpur where a gift of 0.35 acres of land 
from the landlord Jiban Mukherjee to Balaxam Haat is reooxded, 
Ibid, Pe 31. a 


49. The meeting of this -nglish-ednoated, Brahman scholar with 
Brahmamata was not without @ touck-of irony, 'I met her in 
the year 1872. Her first question to m¢ was about my caste, 
I knew well about the hatred of the seot towards Bralmans, 
and instead of mentioning that Twas a Brahman, I used.a pun 
to gay that I was a human beingy She was very mich pleased, 
and after offering me a seat shé went on propounding the 
tenets of her sect. ‘The greater part of her uttersnces vea 
meaningless jargpn, but she talked fluently with the 
dignity of a person accustomed to command, a Hast 
by caste, she did not he@itate to offer me her tality. 
I declined it as politely as I could but considering the 
courtesy that she showed to me, I oould not. but feel some - 
regret that the barrier of caste rendered it quite impossible 


Pe 389. okt Pa rs : . Y, 
50. Balahaal sompresliy, PPEMSy 49s Se cies 
51. See Das Guptay Obsoure Ueligious Gulis, PPeM1~3e 
52. Ibid, PPe211-55, 367-98. . 
53. This is ubdoubtedly the source of 


for me to comply with her request,’ Hindu Opates and Sects, ~~ 
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Here aguin.ie on cident. of ocugunalt Sy at with the § 
, fan there too it is va alone of the 8 
RayaBakti who is able to recognize the supreme lord in 
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= sweat. In the Sunyapurang myths, the first female . 
Bhi tr ts bes ton Ge th or ee Seas but the 

relation here has been transposed to the progeny of Bralma. 


Actually, the olassifioatim of jatis in label's line is 
elaborated still further and includes divisions such 2 

Shia and Sunni among the Mughals, or Sur, Surani, Lodi and 
Lohani enong Pathams, ‘ibel's line seems to comprise groups 
that claim an aristocratic Muslim lineage, while Kibel's is 
definitely of inferior sooial status, although the inolusion 
of Rajpats in the latter line remains a oamplete mystery. 


his may bea good eas 1 why it does not claim any allegiance 
to the religion of Sn ee: Hovever, the storias.. 

about Balarfin's. ow povers of t portation indioate 
@ claim of considerable facility is skills, 


ings lakent Suhjir ghare yay" Speer Phy SE hs 
P.2e4, a 


Once = month, itciees ccentea‘aiiaie idles Aa weiale alee aad ak 
the wife's menstrual cycle, It will also be evident that the 
attempt to claim proprietorship over one's own body is an 
excluSively male enterprise, Women 12 im fact the embodiment 
of externel pravrtti which:tempts, subjugates and -destrojye the 
male body,’ This raises a very crucial question about the 
relationship of subaltern consciousness to gender, a matter 


- which unfortungtely hos received little seriow areas . 
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For an account of the legal wise ‘on ‘tals question, see 
Mare ites tn tn Lit 
ae ot 4). ie as Boyt Sake psa ee es 


iamerous reosnt sie hate show thas. See, for example, 
Plc! ia m and. PeaBa ming 


